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	1) Introduction/Context:

a) What information about your program/unit is important for the reviewers of your assessment report to understand? 
The Department of Religious Studies offers a Bachelor of Arts degree and a minor in the study of religion as a social, cultural and historical phenomenon. The program covers both the comparative study of religion as a generic, cross-cultural category of social behavior and of religions as the particular species of that behavior informing the various historical societies and cultures of the world. The major, as currently defined, allows the student maximum flexibility to pursue a course of study tailored to his or her specific interests. It normally requires 34 credit hours, with at least 20 hours completed at the 300 or 400 level. (Students pursuing a double major may have the hours required for the Religious Studies major reduced from 34 to 30.) The specific courses to be completed within these guidelines are determined on an individual basis, in consultation with a departmental advisor. It is possible for up to 8 hours to be completed in courses offered by cognate departments, subject to departmental approval. The only course currently required of all majors is REL 498, Senior Seminar (2 hours). The minor requires 18 hours, with at least 12 at the 300 or 400 level. Up to 4 hours of cognate courses are possible in the minor, subject to departmental approval.

The department continues to be in a period of major transition following upon a series of retirements. Having been reduced to one and a half tenured/tenure-track lines, the department added a new associate professor and chairperson in January, 2008. Two additional tenure-track faculty will be joining the department in the coming 2009-10 academic year. Once these new faculty are settled in, the department will take advantage of this transition and undertake a comprehensive reconsideration of its offerings in general and its major curriculum in particular.

The department’s assessment program is itself a work in progress. The central finding of last year’s assessment report was that the department needed to craft a new assessment plan: one that enumerated specific outcomes in connection with its major goals, and that laid out a clear and viable assessment methodology. It was decided that at least the beginnings of such a plan should be piloted prior to the arrival of our new faculty, in order to provide some starting point for ongoing and inter-related discussions of curriculum revision and departmental assessment. The following report represents that starting point.

b) Has there been any change in the context of your program/unit that influenced student learning outcomes as well as the current report?

No. 

c) Has the current assessment report included any of the recommendations made by review teams based on preview year report?
The sole recommendation in last year’s report was a scheduled meeting with the Director of the Office of Student Learning and Assessment for assistance in reformulating our departmental assessment plan. That recommendation was followed. The plan that was executed here was produced as a result of an ongoing discussion with the Director of that Office.


	2. Goals:

a) What are the goals of your program/unit in terms of leading to or supporting student learning? 

(i) general knowledge of religions and methodologies for studying religion

(ii) in-depth knowledge of one area in religious studies

(iii) ability to do research in an area of religious studies

(iv) ability to write about religion with precision and clarity

(v) ability to think critically and independently about religion
b) How and when were the student learning goals developed? Who was involved in the process?

Most of these goals were identified by the department faculty in Spring 2002. In the current academic year the department refined them as follows: What had been a single goal three was split into separate goals (iii) and (iv); and goal (v) was added.

c) Have these goals been reviewed? If so, have they been modified based on student learning assessment data collected in your program/unit? Also, have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?
See immediately preceding answer (2.b). The goals were reviewed and revised in the current academic year.


	3. Outcomes:

a) What are the intended outcomes of your program/unit in terms of leading to or supporting student learning? 

See the attached “Religious Studies Learning Assessment Rubric.”

b) How and when were these student learning outcomes developed for each goal listed in the section above? Who was involved? 

The outcomes were initially formulated by the department chair in conversation with the Director of the Office of Student Learning and Assessment, and subsequently revised and ratified by the department.

c) Have they been modified based on student learning assessment data collected in your program/unit? Also, have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?
See immediately preceding answer (3.b). This is the first time the department assessment plan has specified particular outcomes. They will be reconsidered next year in light of this year’s findings.



	4. Data Collection:

a) What direct and indirect methods did you use to measure the degree to which the learning (outcomes) of your students meets the goals of your program/unit? What assessment instruments/tools, methods, and processes did you use to collect student learning-related data?

For the purposes of this year’s pilot, the department focused on a direct assessment of student work. Specifically, we collected senior theses produced in the context of our capstone experience, REL 498: Senior Seminar. Student papers were evaluated against the newly developed Religious Studies Learning Assessment Rubric that identifying particular measurable outcomes and specifying levels of accomplishment with respect to each one.

Each of the two and one-half tenure track faculty were asked to participate in the assessment of senior theses, so that at least two different faculty members would assess every paper.
b) Were these instruments/tools, methods, and/or processes modified over the course of the previous academic year? If so, what are the actual change and the rationale behind it? Also, have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?
Area exams collected in previous years were eliminated as a ineffective and redundant measure: ineffective insofar as our current faculty cannot adequately longer cover the spread of areas represented by the exams; and redundant in that the same basic goals actually covered by the exams in practice could be tested equally effectively simply by assessing the senior thesis. In short, this method was found to be an unnecessary and inefficient duplication. 

Previously there had been no rubric to regularize evaluation, nor was more than one faculty member involved in the assessment process. The rubric was introduced in order to move analysis from the general and impressionistic to the specific, as well as to enhance its utility for comparative purposes both from paper to paper and from year to year. Other faculty members were involved in order to temper the subjective nature of the analysis.



	5. Data Analysis & Findings:

 
a) How did your program/unit analyze the student learning-related assessment data collected? What are your findings/results? How do they compare to the findings/results from the previous academic year?
 
Introduction.

Eight senior theses were submitted in conjunction with REL 498. The papers were distributed among three professors for evaluation according to an assessment rubric (see attached). The department chairperson assessed all eight papers, with the other faculty members assigned four each. (As of the writing of this report, one set of analyses has not yet been submitted by the faculty person to whom they were assigned. The findings reported here are thus based on a total of twelve evaluation forms completed by two faculty members rather than sixteen completed by all three. The findings will be updated and reconsidered when the remaining evaluation forms are submitted.)

Summary & Preliminary Analysis of Findings.
The raw findings are provided immediately below. Comparison with last year’s findings is less than useful given the necessarily broad and impressionistic nature of last year’s report. In the absence of specific data from previous years, it is difficult to fully contextualize, and thus to fully understand, the present findings – particularly given the relatively small data sample. It is to be noted further that as we do not yet have in place a way to measure students’ broad knowledge of the world’s religions, the findings are focused almost entirely on their ability to do independent research in a specialized area rather than on their general knowledge of religions.

The findings are in event sobering. With the exception of those associated with Goal 4 (“ability to write about religion with precision and clarity”), the evaluations for all other outcomes found a majority  “needing improvement” – with three at a rate of 100% (2.a: breadth and depth of knowledge in one area in religious studies; 3.a: ability to locate and understand appropriately academic sources; and 5.b: claims supported with evidence). With respect to outcome 3.a, however, it should be noted that the weakness resided less in the students’ ability to “find” appropriate academic sources than to utilize them properly – that is, to integrate them appropriately into their own work as opposed to assembling an acceptable bibliography.

No doubt these findings must be understood in light of the fact that these students went through the program at a time when full-time, Ph.D. holding Religious Studies faculty had been dramatically reduced. The forthcoming reconsideration of the major curriculum must in any case focus considerable attention on ensuring that students are being trained in the skills necessary to carry out independent research.

GOAL 1: General knowledge of religions and methodologies for studying religion.

Outcome a): ability to engage in a humanistic study of religion

inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

8

2

2

GOAL 2: In-depth knowledge of one area of religious studies.

Outcome a): breadth and depth of knowledge

inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

1

11

Outcome b): accurate information

inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

7

5

GOAL 3: Ability to do research in an area of religious studies.

Outcome a): ability to locate and understand appropriately academic sources

inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

1

11

GOAL 4: Ability to write about religion with precision and clarity.

Outcome a): focus on information pertinent to the subject

inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

5

7

Outcome b): clarity of expression

inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

1

4

7

Outcome c): proper grammar/spelling

inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

2

3

7

GOAL 5: Ability to think critically and independently about religion.

Outcome a): articulation of clear, precise thesis

inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

1

6

5

Outcome b): claims supported with evidence
inadequate

needs improvement

adequate

exceeds expectations

3

9

b) Have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?

N.A.

	6. Review of Findings:

a) How were faculty/staff/students in your program/unit involved in the process of reviewing the findings of your analysis of student learning assessment data?  Who was involved (e.g. curriculum committee, department, unit, etc.)? When did the review process take place?

Given that the assessment itself took place in the days between the final week of the semester and the composition of this report, we have not yet been able to review these findings as a department. This will take place during the next academic year, when these findings will be shared with the new faculty as a starting point for what will be ongoing discussions of our major curriculum revision.

b) Have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?
N.A. 



	7. Follow-Up Actions:

a) Based on your review of findings, what changes have been made to the curriculum, activities, services, goals, and/or student learning outcomes in your program/unit? Also, include references to any changed made in terms of the student learning assessment activities, such as the kinds of student learning-related evidence collected, or the review process itself.

See above under 6a.

b) Have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?
N. A. 




